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On Sept. 1, in the final hour before adjourning for its summer recess, the Senate created the
Central American Negotiations Observer Group. The purpose of the six-member bipartisan
panel is to monitor the talks aimed at forging a peace pact for Central America. Seldom if ever
before has the Senate set up a committee to monitor negotiations in which the US was not itself
a participant. "There is no precedent that I know of for this," said Sen. Christopher Dodd (DCT) who was named chairman of the group. "That's what makes it so interesting and hopeful."
Dodd, a former Peace Corps volunteer who speaks fluent Spanish, also serves as chairman of the
Senate Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs. The formation of the observer group also
represents a shift in Congress's approach toward foreign affairs in the aftermath of the Iran-contra
affair, as the legislators become less and less content to rely on the executive branch to keep them
informed. "In the Iran-contra thing we were misled." Dodd said. "We were kept out of so much,
and in part this is the response. This is a way to be sure we stay in the loop." One Senate staff
member went further, saying: "The observer group is going to be monitoring the administration's
maneuvers as much as the negotiations themselves." The other members of the observer group
are Senators Jim Strasser (D-Tenn); Terry Sanford (D-NC); John NcCain (R-Ariz); Thad Cochran
(R-Miss); Steve Symms (R-Idaho); Bob Dole (R-Kan) and Byrd are ex-officio members. To some
Central Americans, the Wright-Reagan plan smacked of an attempt to establish a Pax Americana
in the region. "Any plan forced down the throat of Central America by well-meaning liberals or
conservatives isn't going to have much chance of success," Dodd said. The Arias plan, by contrast,
"is a completely indigenous effort," said Guido Fernandez, Costa Rica's Ambassador to Washington.
"Through it, Central America is taking responsibility for its own affairs." As for the Senate's
observer group, although Dodd said he "couldn't be more pleased" with it composition, it is clearly
not a unified team. The Republican members all favor contra aid, and they express more profound
reservations about the Arias peace plan than do the Democrats, all of whom oppose aid to the
contras. Congressional conservatives, notably Sen. Jesse helms (R-NC) and Rep. Jack F. Kemp (RNY) are viewed as outright opponents of both the Central American plan and the observer group.
If the plan succeeds, they have argued, the US will be forced into halting military assistance to
the contras while the Soviet Union and Cuba will be able to continue to support their allies in
Nicaragua. And congressional staff members say that as long as the observer group is reporting
progress in the talks, the Democratic majority in Congress is unlikely to vote for additional military
aid to the contra. The observer group has no fixed budget, but Dodd said he did not expect to spend
a lot of money. "There's no reason to have a huge operation," he said. "We all have staff people who
have worked on this issue. Maybe we'll hire a few consultants." The biggest expense is likely to be
for travel. Dodd said the members of the observer group and their aides "will be spending a lot of
time down there" over the next three months monitoring the talks and the degree to which each
of the countries is fulfilling its part of the bargain. Before long, the group expects to begin issuing
weekly bulletins to the Senate, Dodd said. Later, he added, it may also recommend that Congress
give a little extra economic assistance here, offer a trade concession there and generally provide
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incentives to help nudge the process along. Fernandez said the group might be asked for advice.
And it might also play an even larger behind-the-scenes role. But Dodd said he neither expected
nor wanted that to happen. Nevertheless, Fernandez said his government was delighted to have
the observer group pressing against Central America's window. The panel, just by continually
monitoring the process in both Central America and Washington, could, the Ambassador said,
"prove instrumental in achieving the agreements." In any event, he and others point out, no plan
is likely to succeed if it doesn't have the backing of Washington. "I know there are those who are
skeptical, and I don't mind that," Fernandez said. "I'm cautiously optimistic myself. But that's very
different from trying to ruin the agreement, from finding flaws and emphasizing them." Dodd's
view was almost identical: "We're feeling our way here. No one expects this to go without a hitch.
This is a different approach, an unprecedented approach, as I said. But maybe it can serve as a
precedent for the future, a way for us to encourage countries to solve their own problems without
trying to do it all for them." (Basic data from NEW YORK TIMES, 09/02/87)
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